pretations of two difficult passages of this literature. While virtually everyone who has dealt with the topic of Merkavah has endeavored to unlock these passages in some way or other, very few have searched the passages for detailed halakhic or haggadic erudition presumed by the writers. Nor have they searched adequately for folk motifs that might lie behind the bewildering images of these works. Furthermore, at least in the two examples I present, the style of the texts conforms to their mystical themes, in that breaking through to enlightenment is like breaking through to the complexities of the text itself and vice versa: both demand rigorous effort and strenuous preparation and both are reserved for an elite.
The We may note however that the reference is to Deut. 11:21 "kimei ha-shamayim al ha-aretz" as understood by Sifre Deut. Pisqa 47 which refers to the shining face of the righteous or to those who are to behold the Shekina. The experience is noted to be as "bright as divine light." Heavenly means divine here as the rabbis often used "heaven" as way of referring to God. (Similarly, the Gospel of Matthew uses the term "Kingdom of Heaven" while the other gospels use the term "Kingdom of God." "Heaven" thus meant "God.") Now the biblical phrase utilized by the midrashist in Sifre Deut. 47 refers to the shining of the face on earth (al ha-aretz). So, too, we are forced to say R. Ishmael had his revelation, which made his face shine, on earth. The light marks his transcendence as earthly seeker to beholder of supernal knowledge.
Wolfson? concurred too readily with I. Gruenwald, who saw such . passages as intimating the mystic's ascent and not an angel's descent.8 8 3 The accurate translation would be "as the days of the heavens" but the author of the piece and the midrash were speaking of intense, divine light not unlike that which shone from Moses' face after he descended from Mount Sinai.
Mystical Prayer in Ancient Judaism: An Analysis of Ma'aseh Nlerkaaah (Tiibingen, 1992), p. 91.
5 Then on p. 241 he misconstrues the readings and translates the words as "like the waters in heaven," which is not what any Hebrew text says.
6 In comparing the Hebrew readings it is easy to see how the second yod from "kimei hashamayim" (KYMr HSMYM) could be dropped to create "ki me-hashamayim" (KY M-HSMYM).
' Speculum, pp. 116-124. 8 See his Apocalyptic and Merkavah Mysticism (Leiden, 1980) , p. 187.
